June 2010, Volume 7, No.6 (Serial No.67) 



US-China Education Review, ISSN 1548-6613, USA 



Perceptions of higher education in Brazil in the first decade of the 

third millennium 



•1 • 2 
Martha Abrahao Saad Lucchesi , Eliana Branco Malanga 

(1. The Center for Public Policy Research, University of Sao Paulo, Sao Paulo 05508-060, Brazil: 

2. The Sao Paulo Faculty of Arts, Federal University of Sao Paulo, Sao Paulo 01318-001, Brazil) 

Abstract: This study aims at reflecting upon the Brazilian higher education situation in a context of deep 
change regarding the contemporary way of life. This study stems from evidence generated from field research. 
The expansion of the higher education system in Brazil, for historical, political and economic reasons, has taken 
place mainly by means of private institutions following logic close to a market one, according to some 
theoreticians. The general objectives of this paper are to reflect upon the situation of the Brazilian higher 
education at the end of the first decade of the 21st century and to investigate the advances of the “research is 
learning itself’ (Lucchesi, 2002) paradigm from its conceptual set through an analysis of the official discourse 
from higher education institutions. This paper aims at verifying whether such discourse has been translating the 
intention of rendering such paradigm concrete. By means of the analysis of the discourse manifested at advertising 
messages from the private higher education institutions, this study aims at understanding what they now believe to 
be the model for teaching and learning capable of meeting the Brazilian youth’s needs. The authors have observed 
that the relationship between teaching and learning is promised by the private higher education institutions. 
Therefore, the scope of this study is the persuasive content of the message from the private higher education 
institutions to conquer new students. 
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It is crucial to know that knowledge and power imply each other: there is no power relationship without constituting 
a field of knowledge; likewise, all knowledge constitutes new power relationships. Every moment of power exertion is, at 
the same time, a place of knowledge formation. (Foucault, 1995, p. XXI) 

1. Introduction 

Historically speaking, societies establish and maintain institutions necessary to their development, culture 
preservation and social progress. The university is one of those institutions, a millenary one. From its beginnings 
in the 12th century, it has been the producer and guardian of knowledge within the church and the state. However, 
if the institution does not meet society’s expectations, it loses its validity. To justify its presence, the university 
must belong to the historical moment and produce knowledge which contributed to the condition of the citizens 
graduating from it, citizens thus inserted in a world enabling them to live with social justice. This historical 
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moment determined by a post-modern context, with consequent globalization of knowledge, ideologically 
sustained by informational capitalism, points at the fact that the university still has not been able to solve the 
dichotomy between forming the human being for citizenship and/or for the labor market. According to UNESCO, 

Higher education has the mission of “educating and forming highly-qualified people, responsible citizens, capable of 
meeting the needs of all aspects of human activity, offering them relevant qualification, including professional 
development in which are combined high level theoretical and practical knowledge through courses and programs 
constantly adapting to the present and future needs of society”. (UNESCO, 1998) 

Preservation and innovation have always been present in university’s actions. In the same way, humanity has 
undergone crises (from Latin “crisis”, meaning growth) and has found its own conditions of permanence. 
University as a social institution, where the avant-garde thought guiding, criticizing and socializing knowledge is 
generated, has found solutions to enable its continuity. 

The so-called crisis of the university must not be interpreted as loss of power, but rather as multiplication and 
reinforcement of its power effects by means of a multiform group of intellectuals in which practically all are affected by 
and refer to it. (Foucault, 1995, p. 9) 

The issue of the university as a center of permanent criticism against the system and society it belongs to has 
been an ideal that turns it usually into the epicenter of crises and thus reflects the movements of society. The 
university must hold a critical function and oppose the current mentality, instituted power and the status quo. In 
relation to this, Derrida (2003, p. 17) questioned the current and future possibility of the university’s 
“unconditional independence”. When post-modernity deconstructs the concept of “sovereignty”, as in the national 
states, according to him, the university needs “not only a principle of resistance, but also a power of resistance”, 
for this deconstruction “not to compromise, or overdo so, the university’s claim to independence”. 

The questioning of the university’s crisis is worldwide. The authors’ contribution has been privileging the 
university as an object of study; thus, they have proposed a new paradigm 1 called “emerging university” 
(Lucchesi, 2002). According to such paradigm, the university is a place not only to teach and to transmit 
accumulated knowledge, but also as the center of knowledge production through institutional research, on which 
learning and extension depend. 

We propose the essence of the new paradigm, of the very epistemological rupture, be as follows: research is teaching 
itself. (Lucchesi, 2006, p. 53) 

The general objectives of this paper are to reflect upon the situation of the Brazilian higher education at the 
end of the first decade of the 21st century and to investigate the advances of the “research is learning itself’ 
paradigm from its conceptual set through an analysis of the official discourse from higher education institutions. 
This paper aims at verifying whether such discourse has been translating the intention of rendering such paradigm 
concrete. According to Foucault, “Discourse does not only hold a meaning or truth, but also a history” (1986, p. 
146). The authors aim at analyzing the discourse from the university’s recent history. 

The specific objective of this paper is to investigate whether the phenomenon of untaken places in the private 



1 A paradigm shapes, defines an epistemic framework, a conceptual set, a group of references capable of conducting scientific 
investigations for a given period of time. It would be a kind of construction that ends controversy existing in the field regarding 
certain foundations or “the very principle of theoretical organization” (Morin, 2001). 
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higher education system , reaching 50% in areas of bigger offer concentration (as in the city of Sao Paulo), 
considering the current demand is 0.6 student per place, has led owners to update their higher education paradigm 
and approach it to the needs of the world scenario of the times. What stems from it is the fact that higher education 
institutions must fight for candidates willing to finance their own studies. Arguments employed to attract students 
configure owners’ view regarding the reasons why students seek higher education. To better analyze this discourse, 
the authors refer to Foucault’s The Archeology of Knowledge: 

I would like to show discourse is not a straight surface of contact, or confrontation, between a reality and a language, 
the interrelationship between lexis and experience; I would like to show through precise examples that by analyzing 
discourse itself, we witness the apparently very strong ties between words and things disappear, as well as a set of rules, 
pertaining to discourse practice, being underscored ... (1986, p. 56) 

The authors have proposed themselves to study the discourse from higher education institutions, for it 
appears as opposition (and sometimes as an echo) to the official discourse from governmental organizations and 
the one from specialists in the matter. The authors consider, as Foucault does (1995), that discourse is a 
manifestation of power, but at the same time, a creation of new power. 

Therefore, this analysis will be theoretically based on Foucault (1986; 1995; 2002) and the presupposition of 
discourse as source of power. In relation to university, the authors will resort to Derrida (2003) and, especially 
regarding the function of teaching, to Lucchesi (2002; 2003), Lucchesi and Malanga (2006; 2007) and others. 

The authors seek to present proposals that may contribute to the world’s higher education transformation, 
since the conclusions stem from the awareness that higher education has become smaller and smaller due to the 
new information technologies and that permanent exchange tends to be accelerated so as to achieve the 
overcoming point, the phenomenon Bauman (1999) has called “negative globalization”. 

2. The Brazilian university 

Durham (Almeida, 2006, pp. 198-249) analyzed the issue of the Brazilian higher education in the context of 
the educational system as a whole, pointing also at the students’ professional expectations. She also analyzed the 
categories of the universities existing in Brazil. 

... due consideration is not given to the deep diversity within the very group of Brazilian universities, which 
integrates, besides the public ones, very diverse private institutions, including communitarian and profitable ones, most of 
which, in fact, do not meet the constitutional requirements defining universities, for they do not associate teaching with 
research. Those non-public sectors absorb most enrollments ... (Durham, 2006, p. 5) 

Since the 1970s, higher education has been deeply transformed, with the outstanding growth of the private 
sector , which has prevailed in relation to the public one, a phenomenon which has intensified since the 1990s. In 
fact, the increase in demand for higher education has gradually progressed, reaching the underprivileged social 
brackets. 

Sampaio (2000) portrayed private higher education and analyzed the means of communication between 

2 Brazilian higher education categories: universities, university centers, integrated colleges and isolated colleges or institutes. 
Universities may be public or private. Public institutions are created or incorporated, maintained and administered by the federal, 
state or municipal government. Private institutions are maintained and administered by individuals or legal entities through student 
tuitions (Ministry of Education/INEP, 2006). 

3 Number of students in Brazilian higher education institutions in 2005: The private one is 3,260,967 and the public one is 1,192,189. 
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private higher education institutions and their external target public, the prospect higher education students; that is, 
she addressed advertising as a way of showing a given conception of what would be desirable in a higher 
education institution. 

The issue of expansion of higher education in Latin America has been influenced by the ideology of the 
minimum state, which has prevailed in recent years. The academic debate between public versus private has been 
going on, since the expansion of higher education has become a priority in Brazil. The authors consider that this 
challenge has been faced in various ways: (1) by increasing public investment, although it is still neglectful; (2) by 
fostering private investment under the rigid control of the state over the excellence of offered teaching; and (3) by 
creating programs of financial aid to underprivileged students, such as the PROUNI (university for all program) 4 . 
The increase of private investment in higher education is historical in Brazil, consolidating in the 1960s and 1970s; 
it aims at overcoming the lack of places and catering for the emerging middle class looking for better social and 
cultural conditions, but the “phenomenon of the private higher education institutions” has been little addressed. 
This is what has led the authors to develop this study. 

The authors consider the main theme, the question of the episteme 5 and paradigm of the function of the 
university, for knowledge producer has been put aside by the discussion on public or private financing. The big 
problem of the Brazilian higher education privatizing is that an epistemological question has not been taken into 
due consideration: The essence of the university is knowledge production, while teaching and extension is 
knowledge divulging, stemming from the former. 

The debate has guided the authors towards the following question: What are the higher education needs of 
the population aged 18-25 not currently in college? 

Some hypotheses have been evidenced based on studies the authors have done before. The first one is that 
most higher education institutions are not adequate for the needs of society of knowledges 6 . The consequence is 
that most courses offered have not been able to prepare students for their future professional lives. The analysis has 
pointed out that the reason of this imbalance lies in the fact that most higher education institutions do not produce 
knowledge, for they still remain in the knowledge transmission model. The latter has been overcome by the speed 
of scientific discoveries in the last centuries. When the students graduate with simply acquired knowledge, this will 
already have been outdated. Such model does not prepare students to be capable of seeking information, evaluating, 
solving problems, having autonomy and initiative. Thus, the authors still believe that the paradigm for the emerging 
university, which establishes research, is interwoven in teaching, and is the best way to adapt higher education to 
the demands from the current world. Altabach (2007, p. 3) stated, “Research universities have emerged on the 
policy agenda in many developing countries, especially larger countries that seek to compete in the global 
knowledge economy”. Despite the fact research in the university (or university research) has expanded and 
appeared on the Brazilian agenda, the focus of policies lies in the expansion of higher education, as the authors 
have already said, has taken place through the private sector. Therefore, few private higher education institutions 



4 PROUNI: system of scholarships the government transfers to private initiative; this program raises criticism against the transfer of 
public resources to private means. Retrieved June 20, 2008, from http: //prouni-inscricao. mec.gov.br/prouni/. 

5 By episteme Foucault means a historical “priori” which, at a given period, determines a field of knowledge within the totality of 
experience, defining the way of being of the objects appearing in it, presenting theoretical frameworks to the quotidian perception of 
man and defining the conditions in which one may sustain discourse on things recognized as true (Melquior, 1985, p. 50). 

6 “Society of knowledges” is a new term to replace the expression “knowledge society”, which has acquired a strong connotative 
link with knowledge exchange value in the new capitalist society (Mattelard, 2005). 
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